A Skin of Water and a Well of Water---God of Seeing, Gen. 16: 1-16; 21:1-21
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I think all of us take pride in the successful launch of Satellite Sheng Ngnor (嫦娥). A flying object in the air has to overcome one force—the force of the gravity. But a satellite in the orbit revolving around the earth has to deal with two forces, namely the force of terrestrial gravity(地心吸力) and universal gravity (万有引力). If a satellite is too close to the earth it will be pulled down and in tremendous friction with the atmosphere the satellite will be burnt into ashes. If the satellite is too far from the earth and beyond the universal gravitational pull, it will be gone in the abyss of the space and of no use to us. As such it is quite a scientific accomplishment to put a satellite in the space revolving around the orbit. 

When God launched his salvation plan for humankind God undertook a mission impossible. He called Abraham the patriarch and from him evolved the nation of Israelites. God trained up the nation with laws and sacrifices to prepare the coming of the offspring of David—Jesus, savior of all. However in calling men to be instruments for the salvation plan God has to sustain human frailty with grace and mercy. The story of Hagar (夏甲) the Egyptian tells us the abundant mercy of God amidst human failures and subsequent sufferings.  God is a God of seeing who oversees the sufferers and comes to their rescue.

In Genesis 12 after Abraham had been called out of Ur(吾珥) and migrated to Canaan (迦南) where he encountered a famine. “So Abram went down to Egypt to reside there as an alien, for the famine was severe in the land.” Abraham, for fear of being killed by Pharaoh he presented his wife as sister which was a half-truth for they had the same father. Pharaoh took beautiful Sarah to his palace. God intervened and afflicted Pharaoh and his house with great plagues. Pharaoh was afraid and sent Abraham away with cattle and slaves. The same weakness of Abraham recurred in Genesis 20 when he met with Abimelech (亞比米勒) King of Gerar (基拉耳), who took Sarah but God intervened to stop him. Owing to divine intervention Abraham was spared of the curse he had brought about but the seed of trouble was sown. 

1. God oversees the suffered (上主看顧所有受苦的人)
a. Human failures: 
The text today tells of a family strife between Sarah the mistress and Hagar her handmaid which ends up in the self exile of the latter into the desert. Hagar the Egyptian was most likely a maid given by Pharaoh to Sarah. According to one tradition of Midrash (他勒目米大示)---Jewish commentaries on Torah (托拉，律法書), the word Hagar has the same root of agar---reward, is a reward given to Sarah by Pharaoh. Rabbi Simeon ben Yohai said: “Hagar was Pharaoh’s daughter. When Pharaoh saw what was done on Sarah’s behalf in his own house, he took his daughter and gave her to Sarah, saying, ’Better let my daughter be a handmaid in this house than mistress in another house…Here is thy reward (agar).” When Sarah was old and beyond the age of bearing a child, she was heavy laden of anxiety without a son. She asked Hagar to be the surrogate mother and recommended her to be Abraham’s concubine in order to have a son. Upon bearing a child with Abraham, Hagar belittled Sarah. The same Midrash tradition speaks of Hagar saying: “My mistress Sarah is not inwardly what she is outwardly: She appears to be a righteous woman, but she is not. For had she been a righteous woman, see how many years have passed her conceiving, whereas I conceived in one night.” Sarah appealed to Abraham. But Abraham did nothing as the husband and head of the family to settle the squabble which quickly degenerates into strife. Hagar was left to a vindictive Sarah who handled her roughly. As a result Hagar escaped. Hagar’s pride, Sarah’s revenge and Abraham’s false neutrality---cowardice before injustice, left Hagar in great misery. 
b. The divine mercy: 
God the merciful saw the misery of Hagar and approached her by the spring on the way to Shur (書珥曠野). The angel of the Lord called Hagar by name. We should note that in the family strife Hagar was nameless and being addressed as slave-girl. God assured Hagar his merciful oversight and she should bear a child by the name of Ishmael---God hears. Another similar episode was in Genesis 21 when Hagar and Ishmael, the then a lad of seventeen were driven into exile by Sarah. The mother and son were given a skin of water and bread and sent away. Eventually they got astray in the desert. Running out of water in the scorching wilderness they awaited death. Hagar could not suffer the look of her dying son she stayed away for a distance facing Ishmael. “Do not let me look on the death of the child.” At that critical moment God came to their rescue again. God opened her eyes and saw the well of water just by her side. In both episodes God did not only save Hagar but also disclosed to her the destiny of Ishmael being a wild ass---fighter, and a skilful archer in the desert. God had a plan for her son and no one was allowed to hurt Ishmael. In the first episode God asked Hagar to go back to Sarah whom she has to submit as handmaid. 
2. God oversees all nations (上主看顧列國)
From the above episode in Chapter 16 several things should come to our attention. First, God of seeing is not confined to the elected or the house of faith.  He raised up Moses and delivered his people from the yoke of the Egyptians. Let my people go! He also delivered the Egyptian--- Hagar--- from the hands of Sarah playing the persecutor and Abraham, the accomplice. Earlier Abraham and Sarah fled Canaan to survive a famine now Hagar fled Canaan to avoid a hostile mistress. God is on the side of the under trampled regardless of their faith. Therefore the faith community should speak on behalf of the mishandled and unfairly treated, may they be believers of other faith or propagators of heresy. We oppose their doctrines but we stand up for their human rights.
Secondly, God has a plan for all. Ishmael has his role in the adverse habitat of the desert in the east while the chosen people were called to develop a kingdom in the land of Canaan. God has a plan for all of us, believers and unbelievers. All bear the image of God. "Are not you Israelites the same to me as the Cushites " declares the LORD . "Did I not bring Israel up from Egypt, the Philistines from Caphtor and the Arameans from Kir?” (耶 和 華 說 、 以 色 列 人 哪 、 我 豈 不 看 你 們 如 古 實 人 麼 。 我 豈 不 是 領 以 色 列 人 出 埃 及 地 、 領 非 利 士 人 出 迦 斐 託 、 領 亞 蘭 人 出 吉 珥 麼 ？) (Amos 亞摩司書9:7). 
Thirdly, God honors human institutions through which his master plan of salvation unfolds. Hagar was asked to return to Sarah. Paul asked Philemon (腓利門) to accept the runaway slave Onesimus (阿尼西母) whom Paul sent back to him. The fact that both Philemon and Onesimus are Christians should enhance their reciprocal roles of a good master and good bondservant. Christian faith transforms, not destroys, the relationship of power. In a recent public seminar on the relationship of Christian faith and culture, some speakers advocated the primacy of Christianization of culture (文化基督化) in which secular culture has to be transformed by Christian faith. Some preferred a more humble approach saying Christ fulfills culture (基督成全文化) in which God is considered working providently in other cultures as herald for the coming of Christ. Buddha, Plato and Confucius prepare the jewels and Christ makes the crown. Anyhow both approaches call for our serious engagement of culture.
The above truth is a timely reminder for the faith community to pray for and even to run for the coming up district election and by-election of the Legislative Council. It is also a high calling for all who feel called to engage in politics for the welfare of the people especially for the under trampled and underprivileged. God of seeing is both a God of the church and the world. 
3. 3. God is discriminating for faith matter (上主在意人的信心)
a. Sacred matter is sacred: 

Abraham might have weakness. He feared death so he did not tell all truth to Pharaoh and Abimelech. But he was serious of sacred matter. May be Abraham wanted to spare his own life in order to fulfill God’s plan in his life---the father of a big nation whose descents are as much as the stars in the sky at night. He obeyed God’s calling and left Ur without a road map. Sarah too had weakness. She felt insecure when Hagar belittled her and became vindictive for the ungrateful Hagar. But she too was serious about sacred matter. She even volunteered to ask Hagar to be the surrogate mother and recommended Hagar her handmaid to be concubine to have a son so that the promise of God came true. Both Abraham and Sarah were serious of the divine promise of a son. They had right motive but wrong means. 
b. Mocking the sacred matter incurred banishment:

But it was not the case with Ishmael. Genesis 21: 9-21 tells of another episode of banishment of Hagar and Ishmael. 
The child grew, and was weaned; and Abraham made a great feast on the day that Isaac was weaned. But Sarah saw Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had borne to Abraham, playing with her son Isaac. So she said to Abraham, “Cast out this slave woman with her son; for the son of this slave woman shall not inherit along with my son Isaac.” (孩 子 漸 長 、 就 斷 了 奶 ． 以 撒 斷 奶 的 日 子 、 亞 伯 拉 罕 設 擺 豐 盛 的 筵 席 。當 時 、 撒 拉 看 見 埃 及 人 夏 甲 給 亞 伯 拉 罕 所 生 的 兒 子 戲 笑 、就 對 亞 伯 拉 罕 說 、 你 把 這 使 女 、 和 他 兒 子 趕 出 去 、 因 為 這 使 女 的 兒 子 、 不 可 與 我 的 兒 子 以 撒 、 一 同 承 受 產 業 。)(Genesis 21: 1-10)

Isaac was at least three years old when he was weaned and Ishmael was a lad of seventeen. (Abraham gave birth to Ishmael at eighty-fourth year and Isaac at one hundredth). Ishmael was old enough to understand that it was a thanksgiving feast to celebrate the faithfulness of God. However he played with Isaac. Playing does not fit the solemn occasion of celebration. The word ‘play’ carries a mocking spirit and took sacred matter disparagingly. This time God endorsed the banishment though he was merciful to the banished mother and son. “Whatever Sarah says to you, do as she tells you for it is through Isaac that offspring shall be named for you.” (Genesis 21: 12) 

c. Faith and charity are distinct though not separate:

Here God makes a difference between charity and faith which are distinct though not separate. Faith is the trust in the promise of God. Salvation comes from God. In faith we come to God for his promise of salvation in Christ. In charity we come to men as thankful response to God’s grace in Christ. Yes, faith makes active and vibrant in charity. Abraham’s faith was strengthened when received the angels in the persons of strangers into his home. But faith and charity are different. Genuine faith should generate good works as the fruits of the Holy Spirit in our hearts. But good work never generates faith in Christ. 
d. Don’t take grace lightly:

Paul also endorses the banishment of Hagar and Ishmael as a type or metaphor for those who despised the promise of God. “For it is written that Abraham had two sons, one by a slave woman and the other by a free woman. One the child of the slave, was born according to the flesh; the other, the child of the free woman, was born through the promise.” (Galatians 4: 22, 23) (因 為 律 法 上 記 著 、 亞 伯 拉 罕 有 兩 個 兒 子 、 一 個 是 使 女 生 的 、 一 個 是 自 主 之 婦 人 生 的 。然 而 那 使 女 所 生 的 、 是 按 著 血 氣 生 的 ． 那 自 主 之 婦 人 所 生 的 、 是 憑 著 應 許 生 的 。) 
Esau also took lightly of his birthright---a sacred matter, in exchange of a dish of soup to quench his thirst. Thus both were barred from the grace of God. The writer of the Book to the Hebrews warns us: “See to it no one like Esau, an immoral and godless person, who sold his birthright for a single meal. You know that later, when he wanted to inherit the blessing, he was rejected, for he found no chance to repent, even though he sought the blessing with tears” (12: 16, 17) (恐 怕 有 淫 亂 的 、 有 貪 戀 世 俗 如 以 掃 的 ． 他 因 一 點 食 物 把 自 己 長 子 的 名 分 賣 了 。後 來 想 要 承 受 父 所 祝 的 福 、 竟 被 棄 絕 、 雖 然 號 哭 切 求 、 卻 得 不 著 門 路 、 使 他 父 親 的 心 意 回 轉 、 這 是 你 們 知 道 的 。) 

Conclusion:

1. No one is banished from the household of faith in Christ. 

This morning we see the predicament of the mother and son, born from flesh, banished from the household of the promise.  When Jesus came, nobody will be banished from the household of God. In Christ we are one. “There is no longer Greek and Jew, there is no longer slave and free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to the promise.” (Galatians 3: 28, 29) (並 不 分 猶 太 人 、 希 利 尼 人 、 自 主 的 、 為 奴 的 、 或 男 或 女 ． 因 為 你 們 在 基 督 耶 穌 、 裡 都 成 為 一 了 。你 們 既 屬 乎 基 督 、 就 是 亞 伯 拉 罕 的 後 裔 、 是 照 著 應 許 承 受 產 業 的 了 。) 

2. All are promised to the well of living water given by Christ.

The skin of water men carry cannot quench their thirst in the scorching desert. They are running out of water. The picture tells of those who need our charitable acts of mercy as well as our sharing of faith. They need a well of living water to quench their spiritual thirsty. We may carry the skin of water around but it is limited and needs refill. The well of water is the unlimited source from the deep ground beyond our control. Jesus is the true well of living water. Once taken the water given by him we need no refill. “The water I will give become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life.” (John 4: 14)

3. We are carriers of skin of living water to the spiritually thirsty.

It is an ancient canon law of the church that a lay person who has received baptism can administer baptism for others in case of emergency when no bishop or priest is around. The rationale behind is the axiom that what has been received can be given. If we have faith we have drunk the living water. We can lead others to the living water too. We may be weak and vulnerable as Abraham was weak and vulnerable. But if we are serious about spiritual matter, treating sacred matter as sacred we may be a skin of living water for those who are thirsty for spiritual matter. 
4. But if we are indifferent to and even despise spiritual things we may one day be banished from the promise, too. 
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